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October 16, 1867

Holland, Michigan

A letter of Albertus C. Van Raalte to his son-in-law, the Rev. Pieter J. Oggel, which was
published in De Hope on October 23, reporting on his visit to Milwaukee, Wisconsin,
Racine, Wisconsin, Fulton, Illinois, and Forestville, Minnesota.
He said that a number of people from Muskegon had settled in Fulton, Illinois, and were
now petitioning the Classis of Wisconsin to organize as a congregation. VR had preached
for this group which is building a sanctuary.
The group in Forestville was mainly a group that left Waupun, Wisconsin. An elder of the
group was a Mannes Mensink. VR gives the readers a full description of this community
as well as the Fulton one.
Van Raalte adds: "There is no better way for me to spend my last days encouraging this
divine, wise and blessed gift of congregations." [He is now 55 years old?]

In Dutch. Translated by Simone Kennedy, 1997.

Original in the archives of Hope College, the Joint Archives of Holland at Hope College

1867, October 23

Translation by Simone Kennedy, 12/16/97

De Hope, 23 October 1867: Letter to Mr. P. J. Oggel concerning Fulton, Ill.,
Forestville, MN

De Hope:23 oktober 1867: Brief aan de heer P. J. Oggel betreffende Fulton, Ill.,
en Forestville, MN

Mr. P. J. Oggel.
Dear Brother!
Can I ask you, on account of my responsibilities for the Classis, to print
the following concerning Fulton, Ill., and Forestville, Fillmore Co., Minnesota, in

De Hope, so that the people will become familiar with the local and municipal
situation for the Dutch in these towns?
Fulton is situated in the north-west corner of Illinois along the Mississippi,
west of Chicago and connected to this city by a railroad. From Milwaukee I
traveled via Racine by train to Fulton, a few hundred miles through the southern
part of Wisconsin, which is covered with large farms on rich, undulating prairie.
In these areas we find the East Frisian settlements, the Rev. Muller ministers in
one of these, the Rev. Karsten was in another one, and they have now called the
Rev. de Beer.
Eight or ten years ago a number of families left Muskegon, because there
was a decrease of work around the sawmill, and went to Fulton. Through the help
of our fellow countryman Thomas Smit, who has a good reputation in our circles,
they enjoyed much hospitality at the Presbyterian Church, which they joined.
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After having multiplied, they gathered, per request of the Classis Wisconsin, as a
congregation of around thirty families, led by the elders Naninga and Sterenberg.
Most of them bought land adjacent to or around the town. The best highland goes
for 25-30 dollars, the lowlands go for 10 dollars per acre. They bring their
produce to Fulton, or to the other side of the river, where they have to travel north
to go to Lyons, or south to go to Clinton—so they always have a good market. In
wintertime they keep busy with public works, or with the wood transport coming
from the north along the Mississippi. The towns on the west of the river are
growing rapidly, Clinton especially because of the many plants and factories and
because of the railroad which goes from Fulton across the Mississippi through
Clinton. The Dutch live only around Fulton so far, but the other side is destined
to grow and the Dutch community can just as well spread out on that side. The
three towns together are a great place for workers and all kinds of craftsmen.
Right now they are building a church of 28 by 40, and they show a need for
congregational life and Dutch ministry. There is no doubt in my mind that God
will bless their work and that their descendants will enjoy the Calvinist ministry.
In the morning I preached in a school building in the country and in the afternoon
in the Presbyterian Church in town for around 60 people. In the gathering in the
evening I noticed a strong desire for steady ministry and children's education.
Somebody told me that there was a person who had declared earlier to be able and
willing to give fifty dollars per year for this when blessed by God, and that is a
hard-working man! Again I felt the need in this place for Ministers. It would be
so much better if a Minister from the Netherlands would agree to come with his
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following to those places where congregations are still small and weak. That
would prevent so many from damaging and unpleasant wandering! Moreover, if
this leader is a man of work and supervision, he would be able to establish a
classis with Fulton as the beautiful center, including the western part of Wisconsin
and Illinois, the northern part of Iowa and the state of Minnesota. The land is
beautiful, healthy and fertile and encircled with means of transport. The love for
the truth and the Sabbath, and the helpfulness shown to arriving Dutch emigrants
give good hope for the strengthening of the church there.
Because of the unpredictable and, in the fall, reduced means of
transportation on the Mississippi, I was compelled to take the train back to get to
the Milwaukee and Prairie du Chien railroad. This railroad leads through the
beautifully situated capital of Wisconsin Madison, and thereafter through many
beautiful and fertile regions, but also through rocky areas, which are sometimes
low and uninviting. The tracks follow mainly the Wisconsin river, which flows
into the Mississippi below Prairie du Chien. It was necessary to travel one whole
day by train to reach this aforementioned town. A steamboat brought us from
there to the other side of the river in the town of Mc. Gregor in the state of Iowa,
built against the Mississippi rocks, or better, in the cracks of the rocks, a town of
15 years old. The next day a train brought us through the northern part of Iowa
into the southern part of Minnesota. The first twenty miles led through deep
cleaved rocky regions, but afterwards the train went through very beautiful, fertile
and endless fields of prairie, which were already largely cultivated. After a half
day we arrived at the Lime Spring Station, at around 8 to 12 miles distance from
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the Dutch. Around 15 Dutch families recently united as a congregation in the
Classis Wisconsin under the elders Mannes Mensink, formerly from Overijssel,
and one of the Gerritsen family from yelp. (The Congregationalists there are
trying to attract part of the Dutch.) They are mostly from Waupun, Wisconsin.
Forty acres is too little for a family there, and even the largest farms cannot be
divided among the grown children. Only the rich can buy out the Americans, and,
therefore, for the last number of year some decided to buy hundred sixty acres for
every family in Forestville. This was difficult in the beginning, for wheat had to
be transported seventy or more miles to the market, and they were often far from
mills, etc. But the railroad has reshaped the landscape, and the intruders profit
from it. The land has risen in value and is worth at least five to twenty dollars
per acre. The lack of construction wood, which is clearly visible, will be quickly
overcome. There is also good hope that there are good opportunities for the
mining industry. The lands of our countrymen are very rich, undulating and
cracked in several places, which make it a very beautiful and inviting region. All
inhabitants are farmers, their main source of income is summer wheat, which
presently commands $ 1.40 a bushel. Because they lack a large center of trade or
manufacturing there are not enough workers, who are of course too poor to buy
their own land. The Irish are willing to let themselves be bought out. It is
desirable to educate yourself so that you will not buy low land. A couple of
families, who live forty miles to the west, made that mistake and are now forced
to move again. Even though the soil is rich there, the summers are too short.
These families are now attracted to the municipal government in Forestville,
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hoping to get a position there. It is necessary that Ministers join this expansion to
the north, south and west, otherwise it will be scattered and dissolved, which will
harm there temporary and spiritual well-being. While traveling I gathered
information pertaining to the temperature. Along the road and in Prairie du Chien
I was told that the temperature in the winter was around 12 to 20 degrees below
zero, but that it sometimes could suddenly go down to 35 to 40 degrees. That is
why they do not have peach trees like we. They were trying to cultivate other
fruit trees in specific sites. But in the old French military post, Prairie du Chien,
they observed the apple trees dying slowly as soon as they started to bear fruit.
Apart from that the region is very healthy. For small families I would advise
against buying land far ahead of the railroad, unless they are so well-to-do that
they can survive on cattle breeding, so that the large herds can be led to the
market before the railroads are built. It would be better to unite and come with
multiple families and buy land where a railroad and Sabbath privileges will be
available through the strengthening of small communities. I am not talking of the
larger settlements, because they already have an influx of new settlers, but I warn
against the loss of communal life when people scatter to different places.
It was very pleasant to be reminded through the meetings with old Dutch
acquaintances or their grandchildren of the gathering of congregations in the
Netherlands. It was still a sweet memory, and I thank God saying: "Until now the
Lord has been with us." I pray with all that is in me, also concerning that work:
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"Cast me not away from thy presence and take not thy holy Spirit from me."
Seeing the grown grandchildren of many of my friends and acquaintances I
realized what a long life was already behind me. I had the opportunity to learn the
value of God's institution of congregations. There is no better way for me to
spend my last days encouraging this divine, wise and blessed gift of
congregations. It is my deepest wish that our American communities will more
and more value and care for congregational life. It has meant so much in our
lives! What would we have been in America without it? It is our responsibility to
give this to our countrymen, too. God gives us also in this way an opportunity to
preach the truth in other languages in the future. Wherever we may establish
congregational life, we see that we are given the opportunity to administer
medicine for all illnesses to the poor. May God give us His grace to do this work.
Your fellow worker who loves you,
A. C. van Raalte
Holland, October 16, 1867

Psalm 51:11
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